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Organizations are the dominate institution of our day and as such
shape us from the broadest social and systematic aspects to the
most personal and individualistic behaviors. Understanding Corporate Life is a collection of essays that examines this pervasive
organizational power. While the book claims to assist the student
of organizational studies to alter this systematic shaping, each
essay may leave the student with more questions than ready
solutions, nevertheless, each essay has tremendous value because
each is so beautifully and thoughtfully written that they are a
pleasure to peruse and instructional by design.
These essays explore the dialectic tensions inherent in the
positioning of either/or juxtapositions such as objective/subjective
and group/individual. Their traditional western dialectic is then
woven into an interpretive and critical analysis that works to
articulate organizational paradox. Lovely intellectual histories are
knitted in each literature review. Each essay then works to expand
the students’ repertories of understandings of organizational
paradoxes with all the strange contradictions that are practiced
and perpetuated at work every day. These seemingly everyday
occurrences can dull the senses to the absurdities of a manufactured organizational reality and deaden the perception that
everyday corporate life is not normal life. Understanding Corporate
Life employs an aesthetic approach to wake the sleeper and
challenge the student to remake corporate life into something
more engaging and sustainable.
In this important collection of essays, contemporary corporate
life is rigorously considered. Hancock and Spicer present a rich
collection of thought from the Warwick Organization Theory
Network. Ten elegant chapters are presented: Technology, Speed,
Aesthetics and Aestheticization, Space, Time, Globalization, Community, Identity, Knowledge, and Emotion, with the Introduction
by Hancock and Conclusion by Spicer. Each chapter begins by
elucidating relevant intellectual history and then moving adroitly
through the intricacies of the incorporated life. Every chapter then
presents compelling explorations of the ideological mechanisms
implicit in everyday organizational culture. In total, this collection
offers a wonderful addition to organizational studies.
Presented in the current order, however, these 10 chapters create
an expressive, albeit random walk through understandings of
corporate life. While this walk accomplishes an amazing feat, the
fluent communication of the often “pre-articulate” (Postrel, 2003:
6) aesthetic experience of organizational life, an alternative order is
suggested for the novice: Globalization, Speed, Community, Time,
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Identity, Space, Knowledge, Emotion, Technology,
and Aesthetics/Aestheticization. Placing the essays
in this order gives the student a foundation of
proportion and pace (Globalization and Speed)
before building the discussion of group positioning
(Community) and individual point of reference
(Time and Identity). Then being grounded in
this scholarly discussion, students are able to consider meanings of space, knowledge, emotion, and
technology. The suggested ending is Aesthetics/
Aesteticization, as it may provide the student with
both the ability to scrutinize the power of this
dominant institution and the resiliency to sustain
its current institutionalizing presence.

“Globalization” by Glenn Morgan (Chapter 6)
Globalization by Morgan provides an overview of
tightly linked interdependent processes creating a
world of modern uncertainties. There have been
patterns of multinational trade for centuries. Today,
however, globalization includes the risk of tightly
linked dependent systems of tremendous scale and
short-term orientation that create a relentless spiral
of competition and change. Temporal and spatial
compression of tightly linked systems creates risk
that often cannot be predicted or understood.
Everyday experiences of work and life directly
reflect global economic forces, global migrations
of labor, restructuring of firms, and increased
consumption. Each local act works to create a
global society which is inherently a risk society
(Giddens, 1999; Beck, 2000). Morgan creates a
conceptual framework to understand the contemporary processes of globalization arguing every
aspect of life is restructured and redefined in
relation to a series of increased interdependencies
between individual social actors on a global scale.
Morgan’s essay on globalization presents the foundational challenge of conceptualizing the form,
nature, and role of the dominant institution of
our age, the multinational organization.
“Speed” by Christopher Grey (Chapter 2)
Speed by Grey explores both the objective and
subjective fixations on the pursuit of speed at all
costs. The objective analysis begins with an outline
of the history of corporate control. This thread is
followed in the essay’s first theme. Grey argues
that speed is linked to the nature of the economy
and resultant organizational practices. Grey then
shifts to document the subjective experience of
speed, suggesting that speed has become an end
in itself and is potentially destructive not only to

the possibility of capitalism operating with some
reference to the common good, but even more
devastating, the destabilization of the fabric of
life. These two arguments lead to his third theme:
profound feelings of dislocation and uselessness
are created by a world in constant flux (Sennett,
2006). Grey suggests there is a “dysfunctional of
speed” (p. 45). He argues that organizational life
in the fast lane is not sustainable; it is not efficient
or effective. Objectively, ideal worker speed is not
efficient as it leads to poor decision making.
Subjectively, speed should be supportive of rather
than damaging to the creation of a more just and
human set of both social and organizational
arrangements.

“Community” by Chris Land (Chapter 7)
Land investigates synthetic forms of community
created within organizations. Organizing is a general process through which the social world is
ordered, associations are formed and regulated,
and the material world is rendered predictable
and useful. While this organizational attempt at
identity realignment is reminiscent of pre-modern
forms of clan-control, Land argues post-modern
discourses of commercial community cannot offer
a stable base for individual members’ identity.
Organizational efforts to repurpose our need for
community in the interests of increased production
and consumption are not founded in mutual
obligation, but are solely based on the interests of
the company. Nevertheless, notions of ideal community remain contested terrain as the essay ends
with Land’s implication that every variety of
community may present its members with a
possible mix of both authenticity and alienation.
He leaves the student with an open invitation to
reimagine the possibilities of a “corporate” life.
“Time” by Karen Legge (Chapter 5)
Legge opens her investigation with the juxtaposition of objective and subjective time. Objective
time is characterized as externally observable linear
passages, and subjective time is differentiated
as non-equivalent personal mental constructions.
Legge then discusses the creation, commodification, compression, control, and colonization of
time whereby corporate organization seeks to
reconfigure an individual’s subjective time to its
own organizational imperatives. Legge proposes a
comprehension of a broader orientation away from
linear time. She suggests “timescape” and “spiral
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time,” both of which emphasize the interrelatedness of differing conceptions of time.

“Identity” by Nick Llewellyn (Chapter 8)
Identity is an exploration of organizational branding strategies that young people learn even prior to
entering the labor market. Llewellyn argues this
pre-socialization is evidence of corporate creep;
an incursion of corporate interests into every
aspect of everyone’s lives. Young people are encouraged to build a corporate identity through transferable skills framework, representing mundane
chores as building blocks of an organizational
orientated identity. Llewellyn argues that identity
formation is a complex and profound process that
should not be co-opted prematurely by corporate
branding.
“Knowledge” by Jacky Swan and Maxine
Robertson (Chapter 9)
Swan and Robertson explore the various mechanisms by which organizations attempt to exploit
both professional and personal networks in order to
maximize access to knowledge communities of
practice. This essay twists and turns on the
reciprocal relationships in communities of practice.
Knowledge is created as employees enact and make
sense of practices as they unfold in the day-to-day
work (Orlikowski, 2002; Weick, 1978). Knowledge
resides in the head of the individual employee and
in the group processes. Knowledge is also a group
accomplishment of social interaction.
“Space” by Andre Spicer (Chapter 4)
Workspace is a purposefully planned, resolutely
practiced, and tenaciously imagined component
of organizational life. One’s individual identity
is inextricably bound up with one’s particular
workspace. Spicer investigates the social construction of these mandated environments. He suggests
that the student views space from three different
perspectives, as physical distance, as patterns of
understanding, and as materialization of control.
Using these three perspectives, the student
can then visualize space as both material and
imagined, individual and collective, productive
and produced.
“Emotion” by Emma Surman and Andrew
Sturdy (Chapter 10)
Surman and Sturdy investigate managerial efforts
of appropriate emotional experiences. Through this
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analysis of non-rational judgments in the corporate
sphere, this essay analyzes how emotional attachment
is engendered though the promotion of fun and
friendliness within the work place. Fun and friendliness is manufactured via games, quizzes, and
raffles in an attempt to establish work as fun and
the organization as a friendly place. At issue is the
“managerial intrusion on, and appropriation of,
what can be seen, and felt, as genuine or authentic
selves, to reconstruct or direct them for productive
ends” (Surman and Sturdy, p. 181). The employees’
identification ultimately serves the corporate
agenda of enhanced productivity and quality of
service.

“Technology” by J. Martin Corbett (Chapter 1)
Corbett begins his essay with the argument that
the epistemological dualism of human–technology
is unsustainable as we are really cyborgs. He then
reviews how technology has been both a prosthetic
extension and aesthetic intension of humanity for
the last millennium. He argues that the perspective
of technology as an ontologically distinct subject/
object is incorrect and suggests that we regard it
as a nobject (Macho, 2000).
Corbett then recasts organizational activity as
the intertwining of humanity and technology. He
argues that human agency and technology are
mutually indispensable to one another and as
such Corbett advocates for an aesthetic conceptualization of the integration of humanity/technology
as vital to every aspect of organizational life. Even
if students do not agree with Corbett that we
have become cyborgs, they will appreciate the
challenge to rethink their humanness in relationship to technology and to the structuring of
corporate life.
“Aesthetics and Aestheticization” by
Hancock (Chapter 3)
Hancock investigates the aesthetic experience of
contemporary corporate practices. He argues that
organizational life is experienced via corporate
intervention for solely corporate interests. Termed
organizational aestheticization, these contemporary corporate practices create a valuation and
exchange of commodities, not in terms of their
utility, but rather their ability to “stage, costume
and intensify life” (Boehem, 2003: 72). Hancock
identifies this corporate aesthetic as the dominant
mode of economic and socio-cultural oppression
suggesting a possible corporate colonization and
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collapse of art. While Hancock views this struggle
as an ongoing historic battle between the aesthetic
as predominantly sensual and rebel vs the corporate
as formalized rational and conformist, he suggests
that the aesthetic is remarkably resilient and will
sustain its iconoclastic voice despite its current
institutionalization.
Spicer concludes this collection of essays by
highlighting three themes: the importance of
organizational paradox, the significance of corporate dominance, and the consequence of corporate
life. The benign first glance at organizations as
corporations sees the straightforward aspects of
working toward a goal, but organizational life
“extends well beyond the confines of the workplace
and is the process through which the social world
is formed, ordered, and regulated” (Spicer, p. 187).
Spicer argues since “so much of our lives take place
within a life incorporate we must engage with due
diligence to remake corporate life into something

more engaging and sustainable” (p. 187). Remaking
begins with reevaluating:
Instead of simply assuming that there is one correct model
that perfectly describes the social world, we would like to
suggest multiplying the ways in which we are able to look at
a problem. This means that we do not have single myopic
perspective on aspect of organizational life. Rather, it means
that we can look at it from a range of different and
contrasting perspectives (Spiker, p. 184).

The range of different and contrasting perspectives
requires an understanding of the importance of the
organizational paradox. Superficial understandings
can plague work populations, but a keen understanding of paradox can liberate and empower.
Empowered employees are better equipped to
mediate the systematic shaping of the life incorporated. Empowered employees can analyze, discuss,
and construct intellectually engaging and physically sustainable workplaces for themselves and
their community.
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